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Abstract

There is an ever-growing need for cultural competence and well-rounded education,
especially for children. In order to promote cultural competence, this current creative project
focused on enhancing a library space at a child development center in the mid-south and supply
with resources that address diversity. The goal was to transform the library into an enticing,
relaxing, and judgement free area where children feel comfortable to explore their culture and
the cultures of others. New books added to the library were thoroughly reviewed and chosen for
the purpose of promoting cultural competence and inclusion, and new language introduction. A
wide variety of cultures from around the world as well as over ten languages are represented in
the new reading materials. In addition to new reading materials, new furniture and decor items
were also purchased to elevate the space into a comfortable area that welcomes children and
invites them to explore. The hope is that in using the new space and reading books that focus on
cultural competence, the children (and adult educators) will learn about different cultures and
later go on to be more accepting adults that advocate for others.
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Introduction
Just as racism is a learned construct, cultural competence is something that is learned
over time and made up of inner reflection and awareness (Young & Guo, 2020). While the topic
of cultural competence is becoming increasingly more studied, many people still do not know
what it is or how to go about becoming more culturally competent individuals. There is a need to
focus more on learning about different cultures around the world and how to best interact with
people who are different. All people deserve to be treated with respect regardless of where they
were born, their culture, their religion, their appearance, their sexual orientation, their ability
level, or other intersectional identities (Lalljee et al., 2009). Differences are what make us
human, not what should lead to people being treated inhumanely (Lalljee et al., 2009).
One of the best mediums to teach cultural competence is books, especially when it comes
to children. They are a great way to develop one’s language and introduce new topics such as
different cultures and other languages to young children. Combining books, new languages, and,
most importantly, topics of cultural competence are ways to foster the desire for learning,
education, and human connection. Introducing new cultures and languages to children at an early
age will give them a tremendous head start. It will normalize topics such as race/ethnicity,
language, and even religion, and hopefully help to prevent things like color blindness, bias, or
stereotypes. Through creating a library that focuses on cultural competence and foreign
languages, these children will be exposed to topics of diversity, equity, and inclusion, which in
turn may help these children grow into more respectful adults who are accepting of other people
and other ways of life. The library space will give them opportunities to explore their own
cultures, other cultures around the world, and new foreign languages in a safe and friendly
environment.

CULTURALLY COMPETENT LIBRARY

5

Literature Review
It is thought that children who are introduced to reading early on in life tend to not only
read earlier but also excel in school compared to children who have not been exposed to
language and books at such an early age (Farrant & Zubrick, 2012). In other words, there may be
a positive relationship between experiences with early literacy and language, and academic
outcomes. Despite this idea, there is still a lack of libraries and literacy programs offered to
children below the age of three, especially as it relates to cultural competence.
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory
According to Urie Bronfenbrenner, there are five environmental systems that all have an
impact on each other and are affected by one another (Ettekal & Mahoney, 2017). This theory is
often used in relation to child development to see how a child’s relationships and their
connections between the systems in their lives impact the child and development. At the center
of the model of the Ecological Systems Theory is the individual/child. The closest system to the
child is the microsystem, which consists of settings/people that are most closely related to the
child and which have the most immediate impact on them (e.g. a child’s family). The
mesosystem is the next closest system and is a system of the processes and connections between
the systems. It explains the impact that one system has on another. The third system is the
exosystem, which is made up of systems that the child is involved in, but not directly, such as a
parent’s workplace (Ettekal & Mahoney, 2017). Fourth is the macrosystem which comprises the
overall beliefs, values, and norms of the overall culture and/or society. Lastly, the chronosystem
is a system of environmental changes that occur over time.
The ecological systems theory was used for the current project as a frame of reference of
how different environments and parts of systems impact development. For the study, the
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culturally competent library is housed at these children’s schools, which is likely part of their
microsystem where they spend large parts of their daily lives; this system can impact areas of
their lives. Despite the fact that they will be reading these books at school, it will likely transfer
to their homes and interactions with their families, and hopefully carry on to the rest of their
lives as they grow.
Cultural Competence
According to one study, cultural competence is an ongoing, multidimensional construct
made up of knowledge, awareness, and skills that encompass beliefs that people should
recognize as well as appreciate other cultural groups and be able to interact effectively with them
(Benuto et al., 2018). Another definition of cultural competence is “the process by which
individuals and systems respond respectfully and effectively to people of all cultures, languages,
classes, races, ethnic backgrounds, religions, spiritual traditions, immigration status, and other
diversity factors in a manner that recognizes, affirms, values, and preserves their dignity”
(Danso, 2018 pg. 412). The need for cultural competence in professional fields such as child and
human services is becoming quite evident (Danso, 2018), but the need for it in education and
literacy is largely unstudied.
The population of the United States is becoming increasingly more diverse, which makes
it more likely that people will interact with people that are different from them. There is a great
need for people, especially children, to be educated on how to best interact with those that are
different. Some of the cross-cultural practice concepts that need to be taught are cultural
awareness – a person’s understanding and perceptions of their own culture, cultural sensitivity –
the deeper awareness of cultural similarities and differences, cultural appropriateness – what is
deemed as appropriate behaviors according to cultural influences, cultural self-confidence –
security in one’s own culture, cultural competence – the capability to understand, communicate,
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and interact with people of other cultures, and cultural humility – the suspension of judgement
and a true desire to learn from others (Dolan & Kawamura, 2015). It is thought the three parts of
cultural competence include cultural awareness, which is a person’s individual cultural values,
beliefs, attitudes, and knowledge regarding diverse people, their needs, and their attitudes that
affect relationships, and skills; these abilities are used to combine awareness and knowledge
about others (Danso, 2018). All of this can be taught to young children by providing materials
that promote cultural competence and teach about cultural competence, and well as speaking to
children about different cultures.
The current project expands on a study that focused on how to introduce intercultural
competence into early childhood education programs and how it is currently exhibited (Fanous et
at., 2020). Fanous’ project conducted an intercultural competence training with several early
childhood educatorss and staff members at a childcare center, discovering that trainings and
conversations can foster growth in educator’s cultural competence. However, there is still a need
for more research surrounding cultural competence, especially how it relates to young children.
Language Exposure
There are many benefits to being exposed to multiple languages early in life. As past
research has shown, humans are born capable of learning language. Additionally, it is a well
accepted fact that when humans are not exposed to language before a certain age, they do not
develop the ability to communicate using spoken language. From the time of birth, infants are
able to discern the differences in phonetic units of all languages, including not only their native
language but foreign languages as well (Kuhl et al., 2003). It has also been found that infants
prefer to hear in person language as opposed to video or audio language. Research also suggests
that when it comes to infant exposure to foreign languages, long term listening is not required,
and the process is enhanced by social interaction (Kuhl et al., 2003).
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For millennia, exposure to multiple languages has been the norm, not the exception, and
an integral part of human development (Fan et al., 2015). Exposure to environments that include
diverse linguistic components provide opportunities for not only additional language acquisition
but also for understanding other people’s perspectives. It is possible that early exposure to
multiple languages may facilitate social-cognitive developmental tools, which are important for
effective communication (Fan et al., 2015). This could suggest that early exposure to
environments that include multiple languages could be beneficial to communication skills.
Although most children under the age of five cannot yet read, the visual exposure to different
languages and hearing books read in foreign language books by readers who speak the languages
could prove beneficial to their development.
Even when the books in different languages are not able to be read out loud to these
children, there is still the benefit of print exposure. Print exposure, also referred to as storybook
exposure, has been found to be a significant indicator of vocabulary knowledge (Zhang et al.,
2018). A study found that print exposure does indeed significantly impact different aspects of
vocabulary, and while the study was conducted with children in Jining, China, they concluded
that their findings generalize to other languages as well. Regardless of if these multilingual
books in the culturally competent library are being read to the children or if the children are
simply looking at them, there could be significant benefits to their vocabulary acquisition,
language acquisition, and communication skills. The hope is that early exposure to books in
different languages will also lead these children to have more respect for different languages,
multilingual people, and thus different cultures.
Importance of Reading
Reading at an early age for children is one of the most crucial activities for development.
It can positively impact children academically and lead to improved reading abilities, cognitive
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skills, and numeracy skills (Kalb & van Ours, 2014). Research also shows that reading to
children can also have a positive impact on language development (Farrant & Zubrick, 2012).
Adults reading with children often encourages joint attention, eye contact, and reciprocal action.
This in turn factors into socio-emotional reciprocity development in the children (Farrant &
Zubrick, 2012). There is much research that supports the idea that reading to children at an early
age expands a child’s vocabulary. All data supports the efficacy of using reading as a way to
promote the development of vocabulary in children (Farrant & Zubrick, 2012). In addition to
promoting language development and positively impacting children’s academic skills, reading
can lead to increased bonding between the adult and child and helps facilitate curiosity and a
desire to learn. This suggests that adults reading with children beginning at a young age is
beneficial.
Development Plan
After being introduced to the topic of cultural competence in an undergraduate course,
the need for it to be taught to everyone, especially to young children, became evident. Being
introduced early on to different cultures and to the idea of cultural competence could greatly
improve intercultural interactions, individual biases, and prejudices. The idea of transforming the
existing library space at a child development center that had already begun training in the area of
cultural competence was born.
Since becoming employed there as a classroom aid in Fall 2020, the need for reading
materials that promote cultural competence and language inclusivity was recognized on a
personal level. The goal of this creative project was to enhance the previous library space into a
new fully formed early childhood library that is culturally competent and linguistically inclusive.
The hope is that it will be a space that promotes enthusiasm towards reading and learning about
other cultures. Ideally, after some of the current COVID-19 restrictions and policies are no
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longer in place, the space will not only be for the children and their educators, but it will also be
available for parents to read with their children.
In an attempt at inclusion and cooperation, educators at the child development center
were contacted through email to inform them about the upcoming library project and request
their input. A library committee was formed that included myself, my mentor, the Executive
Director, an infant/toddler educator, and the Operations Manager who is a former preschool
educator. The purpose of choosing to include some of the educators in the planning and
implementation of this project was that they would become more invested in the library and thus
be more likely to be engaged in the use and maintenance of the library.
Design Process and Creative Works
Book Selection Process
While the overall aesthetic of the library was important, the main focus was primarily the
new culturally competent and linguistically inclusive books. Extensive amounts of research were
done to be able to ensure that the materials truly did promote cultural competence and
inclusivity. As a Caucasian woman with white privilege, a conscious effort had to be made to
recognize how implicit bias could potentially impact which books were selected to be included.
In the initial process of researching potential books, a website titled
socialjusticebooks.com was utilized to help with the book selection process. The website is
catered towards children of all ages and educators and features carefully selected lists of books
that promote social justice issues. The books included on their website are not only broken up
into several different categories, but within each category the books are also broken up into
recommended age groups. Using the recommended lists of books on this website as a guideline,
books that appeared to meet the goals of the culturally competent library were further looked
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into. Each book was extensively researched and reviewed prior to purchase. In the end, 111 new
books were purchased for the library.
A handful of these books were actually sets that included multiple books under one main
title; the actual total number of books was 154 (refer to Figure 1 that includes 145 books).
Approximately, $1,400 of the total budget was spent towards books. An attempt was made to
select books that represent a
wide variety of cultures,
religions, traditions,
holidays, lifestyles,
languages, and ability levels.
The languages represented
in the books that were
selected included: English,
Spanish, French, Italian,
German, Swiss-German,
Figure 1 – 145 newly purchased books

Mandarin, Japanese,

Russian, Turkish, Farsi, Hindu, Arabic, Hausa, Haitian Creole, American Sign Language, and
Anishinaabemowin, which is the language of the Anishinaabe nation – an indigenous group
native to northern United States and parts of Canada (Noodin, 2014). This adds up to a total of
fifteen languages included in the new reading materials.
Furniture Selection Process
Due to the limited amount of child sized furniture and comfortable reading spaces, new
furniture and decor were also necessities. A list of the new furniture purchased include: three
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rugs, two pouf ottomans, four stool ottomans, an activity table, a children’s play tent, a dollhouse
with multiracial dolls, and a circular rotating bookshelf.
Each piece of furniture was chosen with not only comfort and appearance in mind, but
also with the goal of being accessible for all the children regardless of developmental levels and
physical capabilities. Research has found that developmentally appropriate spaces can help
promote growth and development as well as create a more respectful environment (Minzenberg
et al., 1999). Three differently sized rugs were chosen to provide a soft space for children to sit
and read. Blue and gray pouf ottomans were chosen to match the colors of the rugs. These are
very lightweight and have a side handle so that the children can move them around and carry
them as they wish. They also feature a removable cover so that they are able to be washed. The
child-sized stool ottomans are a light gray color and also have removable covers. These furniture
selections were made to provide a large selection of seating areas so that each child could choose
to sit on a seat or relax on the floor as they read.
In addition to the actual furniture, a dollhouse and an activity table were included so that
the library was more versatile. A dollhouse was chosen for the purpose of active storytelling,
which provides children the opportunity for alternative communication (Jorgensen & Strand,
2014). Using toys and materials to participate in active storytelling allows children to act out
stories and put their imaginations to use in an interactive way (Jorgensen & Strand, 2014). A
total of fifteen wooden dolls were ordered consisting of three different races/ethnicities. The
activity table has a double-sided top and features an outdoor landscape with roads on one side,
and a whiteboard on the other. It also has a drawer for storage of materials when they are not in
use. The last main furniture item purchased was an approximately 3’ tall circular, rotating
bookshelf. It has eight open compartments for books and rotates 360 degrees. It is heavy enough
that there is no risk of a child accidentally tipping it over, and it has also been checked for the
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possibility of it crushing little fingers as it rotates. Upon receiving each item, they were
thoroughly checked for quality and safety.
Due to the fact that the Public Library recently underwent extensive renovations, there
were many extra materials that were no longer in use. The public library generously agreed to
permanently loan the child development center five of their old bookshelves to be used in the
new culturally competent library. These shelves were custom made for a children’s library,
therefore the addition is perfect for this library space.
Layout Process
The goal for the newly purchased items was for them to all be cohesive and go well with
all of the other elements of the library. There was a lot of work that had to be done in the
preexisting library space (figures 2 and 3 show what the previous library space looked like). As

.

….Figure 2 – view from front of the room

Figure 3– view from back of the room

can be seen in figure 4, there were four large, black, metal shelves in the previous space that
made many materials inaccessible to the children, and they also had very sharp corners that
could potentially be harmful to the children. Removing the shelves was one of the first priorities.
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Every book had to be removed, checked for quality, and then reorganized. If books were badly
torn, damaged, or contained harmful messages then they were disposed of. When reorganized
onto the new library shelves, the books
were arranged alphabetically according
to topic and feature labels for easy
organization.
Much thought and planning went
into every step of the layout process for
the culturally competent library. Every
area is safe and accessible for all of the
Figure 4 – previous metal shelving

children, with certain areas designed

with a specific age group in mind. With infants in mind, the 5’3’’ x 7’ sized rug, one bookshelf, a
bench, and the two pouf ottomans were placed in front of the large mirror (infant space shown in
figure 5). There are also several coiled rope baskets in this area filled with books for easier
access and to allow the infants
more autonomy by giving them
the opportunity to place them
in the baskets themselves since
that is easier than restocking
them on the shelves. Some of
the baskets were placed on the
shelf itself and others were
placed on the floor.
Figure 5 – infant space
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In a similar manner, another reading space was set up in the back corner of the
room next to the large windows. This area features the 7’10’’ x 10’ rug and several bookshelves.
A pre-existing blue couch and the white tent were
also placed in this space designed for older
toddlers and preschoolers. Like in the infant area,
children using this space can decide to lay on the
soft rug to read or one of the available seating
options. Next to this space is a magazine rack, as
seen in figure 6, featuring magazines and
informational pamphlets. Above the magazine
rack hangs a pegboard displaying plant
.

Figure 6 – magazine rack

propagations in glass jars.

In order to be even more inclusive of each age group and developmental level, three child
sized tables of varying heights were placed in the aligning corners of the shelves (shown in
figure 7). The corner closest to the infant space contains the table of the lowest height, the next
space contains the
middle-height table,
and the end space
contains the tallest
table. The purpose of
the tables is to provide
a space for children to
.

Figure 7 – developmentally appropriate table and chairs

sit and draw/write.
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Each table includes chairs and materials that are specific to either infants, toddlers, or
preschoolers. The dollhouse was chosen to be placed in a space below one of the cabinets. With
the dollhouse in its own secluded spot, the children have the opportunity to use this cozy area to
participate in active storytelling. Tucking the dollhouse in a nook encourages quiet as opposed to
loud play while in the library, just as placing the activity table to the side of the room does.
Lastly, the most wonderful addition to the library space is the circular, rotating bookshelf
(as seen in figure 8). The shelf features all books written in several languages. The round shelf
seemed like the perfect place to house the languages around the world. The new books that were
purchased as well as a handful of pre-existing books written in different languages were placed
on the circular bookshelf and that will remain their permanent home. These books are not
organized according to topic or language. These books were randomly organized with hopes that
a different language would be selected each time a book is
chosen. All of the board books and smaller sized books on
the bottom level of the bookshelf so that they are more
easily accessible to the infants. The larger books are
included on the second, higher shelf.
Overall, the library was designed with the intention
of being a fun space for children to enjoy. There is
something in the library for every child regardless of their
age, developmental level, physical capabilities, or
temperaments. For added visual stimulus, books that had
internal damage and were going to be thrown away were
hung from the ceiling using clear string, and three plants

Figure 8 – circular bookshelf
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were hung in the back of the room (shown in figures 9 and 10). As illustrated through the after
photos of the library, transformation of the space is apparent.

Figure 9 – books suspended from ceiling

Figure 10 – plants suspended from ceiling
Discussion

One of the overall goals for this creative project was for children to develop an interest in
not only reading, but also a genuine interest in learning about the world around them, and most
importantly the people around them. According to the phenomenon known as homophily, people
are more likely to migrate towards and interact with other people who are similar to themselves
(Boucher, 2015). This means that as the children are growing up and later as adults, their social
circles will likely be made up of other people who look like them and are of similar
backgrounds. Only interacting with people of similar characteristics makes cultural competence
less likely. Interacting with people of different races/ethnicities, socioeconomic status, lifestyles,
religions, and other differences allows people the opportunity to learn more about them on a
personal level.
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This culturally competent library exposes these children early on to different cultures,
ways of life, and languages. Displayed in figures 11 and 12 below is the finished culturally
competent library space. Perhaps, these children will grow up with a greater appreciation for
people that are different from them, instead of fearing the unknown, avoiding people that are
different from them, and thinking that there are either too many differences or too many
similarities between people. The larger goal is that these children will have respect for other
people and their cultures, and even become advocates for those in need.
Conclusion
Cultural competence can help young children learn to be accepting of others. The earlier
that these topics are introduced, the more normalized they are going to be. By reading books
such as Mommy’s Khimar, Under My Hijab, and Crescent Moons and Pointed Minarets that
introduce Islamism and hijabs to a child will teach them that it is okay to have different beliefs
and to not be afraid of people who
choose to cover their hair and/or faces
with a scarf. By reading books such as
Princess Hair and Black, White, Just
Right that embraces all hair types, not
just “white hair,” it may become more
acceptable for black people to wear
their hair naturally in the workplace
and not be deemed unprofessional.
The books in different languages will
introduce languages to children that
Figure 11 – view of finished space from front of room

they may not have ever had the
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opportunity to see before, which could possibly foster an interest in other languages. These
resources encourage others to learn a second or even a third or fourth language. For the children
who come from bilingual/multilingual homes, the books in their home languages may foster a
desire to continue learning their other language and hopefully further connect with their families.
Each book was carefully chosen to serve the specific purpose of education and normalization.
The space was designed with comfortability, appearance, and, most of all, accessibility in mind.
While this study continues to
introduce cultural competence to
children, there is still a great need for
more research surrounding cultural
competence and especially how it
relates to young children. The current
project provides a great base for
further research to be done at the
center surrounding cultural
competence. It also provides
opportunities to further build on the
space and add more personalization,
such as the addition of photos of the
children or more resources on cultural
competence. Additionally, future

Figure 12 – view of finished space from back of room

students could conduct research that further explores which books and materials are being most
used by children and educators at the center. Another possible way to expand research on cultural
competence is to investigate possible ways to measure the cultural competence of children. There
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are many other possible ways to continue building on the topic of cultural competence not only
at this just development center, but in the community at large. To conclude, the goal through this
project was to introduce cultural competence and lead the children on a path towards respect and
acceptance of others.
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